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Lessons in Care, Learning, and Joy
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This report documents field insights from a series of visits across
early childhood spaces in Meghalaya, with a focus on Anganwadi
centres, community libraries, CMYCs (Children and Youth Centres),
and households. The work is part of a broader inquiry into how
care, learning, and community participation unfold across formal
and informal systems, often quietly, and often in conditions of
constraint. The field visits offered not only data points, but
textures, of damp walls and turmeric-stained hands, of betel-nut
laughter and attentive silences, of play rules made up on the spot

and knowledge passed down without instruction.

Section | brings together these textures into a thematic essay,
surfacing patterns in how care is held, distributed, and made
visible (or not) within these spaces. It acts as a foundation for the

personda sketches that follow in Section II.

Tracing the Terrain of Care: Observations from the Field

In the hill villages of Meghalaya, where the wind changes course
without warning and classrooms are made of plywood and prayer,
the everyday work of raising children unfolds with a quiet
intensity. Our time across Khasi Hills, Jaintia Hills, Diengsong, and
other sites was not a neat story of interventions or innovations. It
was a slow, layered noticing, of silence, of care, of what holds a

space together when no one is watching.



We did not begin with frameworks. We began by listening. By
sitting on damp mats in Anganwadis. By watching a young girl
place her brother in her lap so she could focus on a turmeric
imprint activity. By smelling the smoke from a hearth where
women slapped clay into form, old, cracked hands still sure in

their rhythm.

Care in these settings is not declared. It is lived. The Anganwadi
worker in Khlietryich didn’t ask for praise when she hand-painted
the charts on the walls. The helper who stood outside didn’t speak,
but washed turmeric off children’s hands between activities. A
Class 11 girl who dreams of becoming both a footballer and a
baker still finds time to knead dough with care and joy. Across
sites, we saw that labour is not always named, but it carries
weight nonetheless. This invisible labour is oen gendered,
generational, and quiet. And yet it is this very work that keeps the
rhythm of the day going. It is not just a story of systems failing. It

is a story of people stepping up, again and again.

Learning in the Gaps

In the absence of consistent infrastructure, English teachers who
never drrive, YouTube replacing training modules, patchy
electricity, children and caregivers alike make do with creativity.
Games emerge organically: three boys invent a tag-like game with
no words, only gestures. A librarian lets children choose their own
books. An AWW improvises with turmeric, handprints, and laughter

instead of prescribed worksheets.



We saw how play is not separate from pedagogy. It is pedagogy.
Joy is not a reward aer learning, it is learning. In these spaces,

play, song, and gesture carry more weight than chalk and talk.

And yet, the gaps persist. Helpers who dre not allowed to
participate. App systems that demand face uploads over
meaningful data. The sense that some people in the room are

present, but not included.

Participation, then, is not flat. It is layered. Some sit at the front
and lead. Others hover at the edges. Some enter through stories.
Others through food. To build truly inclusive learning spaces, we
must ask not only “who is here?” but also “how are they allowed to

be here?”

Silence, as Design

Across every site, one thing stood out: silence. Not the silence of
boredom or fear. But the kind of silence that holds attention. In
Khlietryich, children waited quietly, no prodding, no restlessness.
In Diengsong, kids removed their shoes and made space for each
other without being told. A young child helped another shut the

bathroom door gently.

Silence, we learned, is not absence. It is attention. In a world
obsessed with outcomes and volume, this was a design lesson we
did not expect to learn, that slowness, stillness, and listening are

not failures. They are features.



Technology is present, but rarely central. An AWW watches
teaching videos on YouTube. A librarian finds songs online. The
Poshan Tracker demands more than it gives. No child we saw was
using a screen. And perhaps that was the gift, spaces where the

screen does not replace the story.

This is not a rejection of tech. But it is a reminder: technology
must follow the rhythm of the people, not the other way around.
Design tools that listen, adapt, and hold complexity, not just ones

that extract data

What does all this mean for how we imagine childhood spaces?

It means designing with attention, not urgency.
It means treating care as infrastructure, not charity.
It means noticing the unspoken, the unsaid, the gestures that

carry more than words ever could.

A grandmother who came to the CMYC said she just wanted to sit
and watch. Another caregiver sang lullabies she had never been
taught, she had learned them from her daughter. A father made
cake and football jokes, but also spoke soly of his own childhood,

where there was no music, no time for joy.

These are not stories for policy alone. They are blueprints for a

different way of seeing..



We left Meghalaya with soil on our clothes, betel leaf stains on our
fingers, and stories still unfolding. And if there is one thing these
spaces taught us, it is this: if a space is not joyful, it is not
working. If children do not laugh, if caregivers do not smile, if no
one sings, something is missing. Let joy be our indicator. Let care
be our curriculum. And let silence, that most underrated design

tool, guide us home.

From Patterns to People: Introducing the Persona Gallery

The previous section offered a thematic synthesis, surfacing
design cues, behavioural insights, and patterns of care observed
across the field. To ground these findings in lived experience, we
now turn to a series of narrative sketches. Each persona draws
from direct observation, conversation, and ethnographic detail

gdathered during our field visits across Meghalaya.

These are not fictional composites. Each one reflects a real
individual, an Anganwadi worker, a parent, a librarian, a young
learner, navigating daily realities with quiet skill, resilience, and
intention. Through these sketches, we aim to preserve the texture
of care, the weight of decisions, and the emotional labour that

shapes early childhood ecosystems in often unseen ways.

This section serves both as a mirror and a map:

A mirror, reflecting the nuance and diversity of caregiving,
learning, and community work in practice.

A map, pointing to where desigh might gently intervene,

accompany, or reimagine support systems already in motion. 7
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